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Beginning in early June, farmers in three regions of Costa Rica on the Pacific coast, centered
around Parrita; the Atlantic coast, in the region of Guacime and Limon; and in Guanacaste province
launched a series of protests to persuade the national government to initiate negotiations on
demands ranging from the issue of titles to land long cultivated by "squatters," to consultation on
national agricultural policymaking. According to Lezak Shallat (The Tico Times, English- language
newspaper, San Jose), in Costa Rican campesino practice, the convocation of a strike starts with a
Mass, the nervous but fiesta-like storming of a major thoroughfare, the construction of barricades,
and the determination to move on to local government offices if the appropriate officials do not
appear on the scene. Sometimes, people are hurt. Rarely are solutions reached, but, once tempers
are vented, negotiations usually follow. Frustrated by what they describe as misguided agricultural
policies, governmental indifference and the practice of putting them off with promises, farmers
argued that such pressure tactics were the only way to really get the government's attention. In
Parrita, located in southwestern Costa Rica on the Pacific coast, protesters occupied the city hall
after erected a barricade on a nearby bridge for two days. Pedro Gaspar, leader of the Parrita
Agricultural Producers' Cooperative (Coopeparrita-comprised of about 100 rice growers), told
reporters that President Oscar Arias "travels abroad in search of peaceful solutions to world
conflicts, but it's about time for him to focus attention on resolving the problems of his own people."
Coopeparrita members are calling for changes in pricing and credit policies which make rice
production unprofitable. In early June, the average production cost of a hundredweight of rice
was 1,000 colones, compared to a market price of 900 colones. As a result of the government's
policies, say coop leaders, the number of rice farmers in Costa Rica dropped from 3,200 in 1982
to 800 in 1988. Luis Polinaris Vargas, executive director of the government's Rice Office, was
cited by local journalists as saying: "The tendency towards monopolization is a dangerous one
because if production is concentrated in a few hands, the failure of just a single producer would
jeopardize the entire nation." Vargas reluctantly conceded that farmers have no alternative to
strikes since government promises have not been fulfilled. The Association of Producers of the
Dry Pacific Zone (ASPPAS) has organized its approximately 1,000 members behind the search for
increased government support to guarantee continued domestic production of basic grains for
local consumption. Specifically, members are asking for indemnization payments for crop losses
from the 1987 drought. ASPPAS members demand payments from the "Fondo de Contingencia,"
a Ministry of Agriculture crop insurance program created by the Monge administration after a
similarly severe drought in 1982. ASPPAS cites a tax on the sale of their basic grains to the National
Production Council (CNP, the government office in charge of food prices and subsidies) as the
contribution entitling them to this benefit. Meanwhile, the Fondo owes hundreds of millions of
"colones" in crop insurance payments dating back to 1985. Moreover, Agriculture Vice Minister
Oswaldo Pandolfo says it does not cover corn and rice. Another potential source of relief is the
National Emergency Fund, created to help out in natural disasters, has no funds to offer, since it
was illegally emptied for unrelated miscellaneous uses by members of the Monge administration.
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According to ASPPAS organizer Marcos Ramirez, the drought caused 250 million colones in losses
to ASPPAS members and other small area farmers. An estimated 80% of the corn, bean and rice
crops were lost, affecting a handful of large rice producers and some 3,000 campesino producers of
corn and beans. Crop damage was so severe that the hard-scrabble farmers of Costa Rica's most
barren province lost even the seeds for this year's planting. Most ASPPAS members rent small plots
of land, averaging about five hectares. Others are de facto owners, farming plots without legal title.
A significant number practice "esquilme," where land use is exchanged for a certain percentage
of the crop. Representatives of farm organizations told journalists in Guacime (Atlantic side) that
they are demanding legal title for long-term "squatters." Without a title, farmers cannot obtain
credit for purchasing necessary inputs. Smallholders in the three regions say they cannot afford the
risks involved in the government's push to convert corn fields to melon or pepper patches, or nut
tree orchards. For them, traditional crops represent both a way of life and a minimum guarantee
that their labor will at least put food on the table. For the first time in Costa Rican history, small
farmers are sitting down with larger growers in organizations like the National Union of Agriculture
Sectors (UNSA), to lobby in defense of national production for domestic consumption. These broad
coalitions encompassing large and smallholders on the Atlantic and Pacific coasts, and Guanacuaste
province were created in response to the growing agriculture crisis, and are demanding an active
role in policy formation. For the government, its "Agriculture of Change" policies are the means of
generating foreign exchange and reducing the high costs of "inefficient" local production. Moving
acreage out of food grain production to agro-exports reportedly represents an overall plus, since
the small nation desperately needs higher export revenues to even make a show of keeping up with
interest payments on the foreign debt. Deficit reductions ordered by the International Monetary
Fund have cut into budgets of the principal government agricultural agencies dealing with credit
and other services for small produers. US PL-480 food import programs also discourage official
support for Costa Rica's basic grains producers. Farmers from the three areas of conflict, including
representatives of UNSA, requested a meeting in San Jose with President Arias, and on June 15 were
granted an audience. At the meeting, several commissions were created to study several questions
of concern to the farmers. The commissions were to deliver a set of possible solutions within a week.
According to the farmers, these efforts were fruitless. In the last week of June, perspectives for
continued negotiations were not optimistic. Both large-scale farmers and campesinos said they were
not satisfied with the results of previous meetings. At this time, the government resorted to anticommunist rhetoric as a justification for its apparent lack of interest in farmers' demands. According
to Sergio Fernandez, chief of the Office of Intelligence and Security (DIS): "They are Marxists who
receive orders and financing from abroad." President Arias said that the campesino leaders "put
forward a Marxist ideology and don't believe in dialogue but rather in confrontation." In response
to these accusations, Carlos Campos of UNSA said, "The government is dusting off these anticommunist slogans with which the most dictatorial governments of Latin America have repressed
the just aspirations of their peoples." (Basic data from The Tico Times, 06/10/88; 07/08/88 report by
Regional Coordination for Economic and Social Research of Central America and the CaribbeanCRIES, Managua)
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